Eras of Graphic Design 


The Victorian Era: 1840-1900 


A time of strong moral and religious beliefs. Sentimentality, nostalgia and idealized beauty clearly visible in the images 
from this era. The Victorian look was heavily influenced by nostalgia for objects of the past. 


MOTIFS: 
e Asymmetrical layout 
e type in cloth banners 
e elaborate typography 
e hand drawn type on curves 
e decorative borders & framed images with lots of detail 
e horror vacui 


The Arts & Crafts Movement: 1850-1900 

A socialist reform movement which embraced artists, architects, designers, writer and crafts workers of all types. The Arts 
& Crafts style emphasized proportion, simplicity of form, fitness for purpose, honesty to materials and the enhancement of 
natural textures. William Morris was best known as the leader of the Arts & Crafts movement. He loved pattern and 
texture. 


MOTIFS: 
e natural forms, usually inspired by plants 
e decorative borders 
e design more important that words 


Art Nouveau - 1890-1920 
Art Nouveau was the first style of commercial art used consistently to enhance the beauty of industrial products. It was 
also the first true international style, embraced by all of Europe as well as America. The look of Art Nouveau was inspired 
by Asian art which arrived in Europe as the result of increased trade between Europe and Asia. One of the most popular 
imports was the Japanese woodblock print called Ukiyo-e (pictures of the floating world). 
Notable influencers: 

e Jules Charet played an important role as the father of the modern poster\ 

e Toulouse-Lautrec was influence by the Japanese woodblock print. He used simplified symbolic shapes, dynamic 

spatial relationships and flat colors for most of his posters. 

e Alphonse Muchas’s exotic, sensuous women and stylized hair patterns was labeled “le style Mu- cha” 

e Will Bradley single-handedly ignited the Art Nouveau movement in America. 
MOTIFS: 

e energetic and organic plant’ like line and vine tendrils 

e Birds and peacocks were also favorite subjects of Art Nouveau artists 

e Shapes outlined with black filled with flat colors 

e Abstraction of elements (hair, steam, etc.) 

e idealized woman shown in profile 

e Hand rendered typography 


Modern 1915-1940 

The Modern label can apply to the following avant-garde (new or experimental) movements: Bauhaus, constructivism, 
dada, expressionism, futurism, heroic realism, plakatstil (poster style), and surrealism. The common thread between all of 
these movements is experimentation, dissatisfaction with the past, a need for radical chance in society. 


Lots of styles and lots of motifs: 


Bauhaus philosophy: functional, geometric and free of ornamentation. 

Cubist and expressionist art had a major effect on design. Visual motifs of the expressionists include thick, raw 
strokes, loose brushwork, bold contour, inspired by wood block prints. Exaggerated proportion and distorted 
figures. 

Plakatstil (“poster style”) was a reductive, flat color approach to advertising. Also known as the object poster 
focused on only one product image with simple lettering. 

Filippo Marinetti launched Futurism, declared that “no work without aggressive character can be a masterpiece.” 
Harmony was rejected in favor of noise. 

Dadists used shock, protest and to mock and defame a society gone insane. 

Russian constructivists absorbed cubism and futurism to create a new movement which unifies communist 
ideology with visual form. Constructivists used graphic design as a massive propoganda effort. For the first time in 
graphic design history, photography and the photomechanical process were used widely. Visual motifs: 
photomontage, elemental geometric abstraction, tilted axis, dominant color scheme of red and black, and utilized 
“heroic real- ism”. 

Jan Tschichold advocated functional design by the most straight forward means, and delivery of the message in the 
shortest, most efficient manner. Rules, bars, boxes and geometric shapes were often used for structure, balance 
and emphasis. 


Art Deco 1925-1940 


The art deco look represented luxury, extravagance, glamour, speed, etc. 


A.M. Cassandre was the most influential designer of the art deco era. His illustrations were always based on 
geometric shapes. Cassandre believed n the total integration of word and image. This is perhaps his single most 
important contribution to graphic design. 

In America it is often referred to as “Jazz style” 


MOTIFS: 


flat geometric shapes 

silhouetted shapes 

curves 

Egyptian zigzags 

sun- bursts 

lightning bolts 

airbrushed ray bands and surfaces 
motion lines 

aerodynamic and streamlined forms. 


American Kitsch 1940-1960 


“Kitsch” is a German word meaning “in bad taste.” Kitsch, or is usually used to describe art that is pretentious, vulgar or 
overly sentimental. “50s art” s another term used for American Kitsch. 


MOTIFS: 


Large curves 

script type, typical of diner signs 

anything “atomic” was considered sexy in the 50’s. 
The kidney shape of the artist’s palette 
Caricatured cartoon drawings and 

embodied heads 

casual script type 

exaggerated facial expressions 

dramatic poses 


Late Modern 1945-1970 


Non decorative approach of the modernist but without the dogma. Simplicity. Advancements in photography, typesetting 
and printing techniques changed the look and the methods of graphic design. 


Paul Rand was the pioneer of the “New York School”. His style was characterized by wit and simplicity. He used 
many modernist techniques, particularly collage, photograms, and cut-outs. 

Saul Bass is best known for numerous innovative and memorable title sequences for films by Otto Preminger and 
Alfred Hitchcock. Bass was known for reducing an array of predictable images to a minimum of graphic elements 
He used simple pictographic images that exert great graphic power. 


MOTIFS: 


Simplicity in layout 

Reductive graphics / silhouettes 
contrast in size of elements 
photographic collage elements 


Swiss 1950-1985 

A minimalist approach to design, free of ornamentation. Inspired by the constructivists, Swiss designers preferred 
asymmetrical layout and used the grid (often on a tilted axis) as a organization tool. Abstract geometric forms. 
Universal symbols used the swiss approach of abstraction ad minimalism. 


MOTIFS: 


objective photography 

Sans serif type usually set flush left (and usually in Helvetica or Univers) 
Minimalism 

Asymmetrical 

Use of the grid 


Psychedelia 1960-1975 
MOTIFS: 
e art nouveau inspired curvilinear shapes 
e Illegible hand drawn type 
e intense optical color vibratioN 
e Forcing letter forms to fit into a curved shape were the norm 
e Flower power 


Roy Lichtenstein liked taking comic book art and blowing it up, thereby abstracting it. His favor- ite technique was to blow 
up the halftone dots 

Victor Moscoso utilized color discord and black shapes. He also liked appropriating imagery that had nothing to do with 
the product and used it for simply graphic effect. 

Wes Wilson used art nouveau patterns and type. Expert at making type as illegible as possible 

Seymour Chwast was an illustrator ad designer who had a distinctive primitive look to his work. Chwast and Milton Glaser 
go-founded Push Pin Studios in NYC. Their main philosophy was “we do what we like to do and if you don’t like it, too bad.” 
Milton Glaser was best known for simple illustrations where he would tell a story with a visual concept. 


Postmodern 1975-1990 


Re-established interest in ornamentation, symbolism and visual wit. (a funny period of design) Expressive and playful 
period where designers looked for unconventional ways to break the rules 


MOTIFS: 
e torn paper collage 
e loose, spontaneous brush strokes 
e playful typography 
e “stair stepping” visual motif 
e Gestured stroke 
e 3D space 
e Pixelated type 


Wolfgang Weingart questioned all time-honored rules of typography. Still influenced by the pure geometry of rectangles, 


Weingart’s “stair stepping” visual motif would be copied by other designers so much that it became a trademark of 
postmodern graphic design. 


April Greiman is perhaps the best known female designer in graphic design history She approached the page as a 3-D 
space within which typographic, photographic and other formal elements playfully juxtapose, overlay, tilt and recede in a 
dynamic balance. 


Digital 1985 — today 

Urban, deconstruction, distressed, post-grunge are other labels for digital. Designs are messy, chaotic, anarchic, absurd, 
layered, illegible, unstable, expressive, poetic — anything but logical. Pushing boundaries seeing how far they can go. 
Typography used as texture. 


David Carson would be the single person blamed for destroying legibility in typography He experimented with how far one 
can push the boundaries of legibility and sensibility. He ran type across columns, made page numbers larger than 


headlines, then overprinted and smashed the type. 


Barbara Krueger’s work was created with great economy, one phrase, always set in Futura bold italic married with a single 
image. 


Milton Glaser’s most famous symbol. | Love New York 


